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PRIMARY SCHOOL SYSTEM
FOREWORD
Benjamin mosby smith, the
author of this report, was born at
Montrose, Powhatan County, Virginia, June 30, 1811. He graduated at
Hampden-Sydney College in 1829, taught
in the Academy at Milton, North Carolina, until 1832, entered Union Theological
Seminary as a student, continued as an
instructor until 1836, when he went to
Europe. There he visited the univer
sities of Germany and made a special
study of the Prussian Primary School System. After his return he was a pastor at
Danville, Virginia, 1838-40; at Tinkling
Spring and Waynesboro churches, 1840-45 ,
at Staunton 1845-54, where Dr. Joseph R.
Wilson, father of Woodrow Wilson, succeeded him. In 1854 Dr. Smith became professor of Oriental Languages in the Union
Theological Seminary at Hampden-Sydney,
which position he held until 1889. He was
professor emeritus until his death on March
14, 1893.
When a teacher in Milton, North Carolina, Dr. Smith was already an enthusiast
for the cause of universal education. In a
little sketch of his life written for his family he said: "... In the summer of 1831 I
went to H. [Hillsboro] & thence to Chapel
Hill at the commencement & got up the first
Educational association ever formed in the
South. I interested Mr. William Bingham
of the Hillsboro Male Academy, Judge
Nash of Hillsboro, Mr. John Hewett [name
not quite legible] & the President, Dr. Caldwell, & Professors of the University, & the
association I have no doubt did good. It
was a bold presumption in a boy just 20
years old to go forward as leader in the
enterprise but the gentlemen were pleased
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to overlook all that & heartily gave me
their aid."
In the Star and North Carolina State Gazette of Raleigh, July 7, 1831, there appeared an account of this "Institute of Education," reporting that "at the time and
place appointed there was a numerous and
highly respectable meeting. . . . The objects
of the meeting were explained by Mr. Benjamin M. Smith, of Milton, in an appropriate and highly interesting address."
Dr. Smith's interest in public education
never lessened. With President John M. P.
Atkinson of Hampden-Sydney College he
organized the Educational Association of
Virginia in 1863. At a meeting in Warrenton, July, 1870, he made his great report on " 1 he Merits and Defects of the
Prevailing Schemes of Common School Education in the United States. Earlier that
year William H. Ruffner had been elected
first Superintendent of Public Instruction
in Virginia through the efforts of J. L. M.
Curry, John B. Minor, and Benjamin
Smith, with the assistance of General Lee.
In his first Annual Report as Superintendent, 1871, Dr. Ruffner offered this
tribute; "A well-known Virginia divine
contended thirty years ago—alas! without
success—in company with John B. Minor,
William H. McGuffey, Alexander Rives,
James McDowell, and others of our choicest citizens, for the establishment of a general system of public free education. 1 allude to the Reverend Benjamin M. Smith,
D. D. A report of his on the Prussian
System of Education may be found among
our State documents, and he was the first
to take the field as a County Superintendent of Schools under our present system.'
"In addition to the numberless duties Dr.
Smith had on hand in connection with the
Seminary," writes Dr. J. D. Eggleston, Superintendent of Public Instruction of Vir-
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ginia from 1906 to 1913, "he gave a great
deal of time to the matter of public education. Indeed, he was one of the notable
figures of his day in his determined fight
for universal education. When 1 first became Superintendent of County Schools in
Prince Edward in 1903, I looked for the
reports of County Superintendents. Dr.
Smith had been the first. There wasn't a
single report of any Superintendent after
Dr. Smith went out; but his reports were
there in neat form and clearly made out."
In his Free School Idea in Virginia (p.
130) William A. Maddox calls Dr. Smith's
report "perhaps the most significant document of the period" and asserts that it "deserves to rank with the early American reports on the European school systems. It
should be regarded as something more than
a mere reprint of the Stowe Report."
From the time he graduated from college in 1829 to the day of his death in 1893
Benjamin M. Smith used every opportunity to promote public free schools. For this
service Virginia owes him recognition
which has never been fully accorded.
Charles Wm. Dabney
To his Excellency Governor Campbell.
SIR,
Your favour of "September 4th, 1838,"
has been some time before before me. You
express your conviction, that the "facts" I
have collected, and my "observations on the
systems of education, pursued in some
European countries, may be useful to the
general assembly of our own state:" and
you therefore, request me to communicate
any information, I may possess, on the folThis is the first of four instalments in which
an important Virginia document is again made
generally available. Dr. Smith's report originally
appeared as House Document No. 26, being transmitted to the House of Delegates at Richmond
February 1, 1839, by Governor David Campbell.
It was, said Governor Campbell in his letter of
transmittal, "prepared at my request by the Reverend Benjamin M. Smith, a talented Virginian,
who has travelled through Prussia and other
European countries, and examined their schools
and systems of public instruction."—Editor.
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lowing topics:
"1. The mode of establishing schools; in
Prussia particularly.
2. How the schools are organized.
3. What branches of education are
taught.
4. How many months in the year the
schools are continued.
5. Expense of tuition to each scholar.
6. What portion is required to be paid
by the parent.
7. How teachers are obtained."
You add "with any other information
you may consider valuable."
I now undertake, after the least possible
delay, to comply with your request.
You are by no means singular, in supposing, that "facts and observations," on the
systems of education, pursued in other
countries, may be useful to our own; and
in your selection of Prussia as the principal
country, whose system deserves a detailed
and accurate examination and consideration, you have but added your tribute of respect for her efforts in this cause, to those
of other enlightened and patriotic statesmen, in this, as well as the old world.
A few years since the French government
deputed an eminent statesman of that kingdom, M. Victor Cousin, to visit Prussia,
Wurtemberg, Saxony and the dukedom of
Baden, in order to make a personal examination of their systems of education. His
reports on the results of this examination,
addressed to count Montalivet, minister of
public instruction in France, were partially
translated in England, and have been republished in this country. The attention of
many intelligent and distinguished men in
England and America, was now much excited, to investigate more fully, the statements of these reports. The very fact, that
the head of a military despotism had set on
foot a system of instruction, designed to
benefit every subject in his dominions, had
expended large sums (one twenty-fifth part
of the annual income of the kingdom being
thus appropriated) in the endowment of
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literary institutions of every grade; in a
word, that for forty years he had been engaged in promoting the moral and intellectual improvement of all his people, and that
these efforts had been crowned with unexampled success. Such a statement as this,
I say, was well calculated to excite the attention of a people who had been accustomed to regard an absolute monarch as a mere
arbitrary despot, and to consider the security of his power as based in the ignorance
of the people. The occasional reports of
travellers through Germany, had already
called attention to this new feature in the
policy of despotism, but the information
thus presented was not minute nor sufficiently extensive. To verify the statements
of M. Cousin, several intelligent gentlemen
from this country and England have repaired to Prussia, and given the subject a
personal examination. Dr. Julius of Hamburg, known in the United States and England as the deputy of the Prussian government, to examine the penitentiary systems
of this country, was invited to lay before a
committee of the British parliament, such
information as he possessed respecting the
Prussian system of public instruction. In
1836, the legislature of Ohio deputed an
eminent professor in a literary institution
of that state, to make investigations on this
topic, during a contemplated tour of
Europe. The report which he presented on
his return, was extensively circulated in
Ohio, and an edition of 12,000 copies published and circulated in Pennsylvania, by
order of the legislature.
The information thus laid before various
legislative bodies, and the community at
large, in many places, besides those referred
to, has already served very important purposes ; for although no one would suppose
the institutions of one country can be exactly adapted to another, and much less
those of a monarchy or military despotism,
to a republic, yet many valuable hints can
be derived, and much valuable aid obtained,
from the experience of those who have been
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longer engaged in any special undertaking
than we have. And it is pleasant to the
philanthropist to observe, that while Prussia
was condescending, she might suppose, to
learn from our infant republic the best
methods of governing and reclaiming the
refractory and abandoned, while the autocrat of Russia was disseminating among
his people the publications of an American
tract society, we, on the other hand, were
willing to gather instruction on the establishment of schools from the military despot of Berlin. May the time soon come,
when every species of national intercourse
shall serve but to promote mutual benefit
and the good of all!
But while, as we shall have occasion to
notice, a very great zeal has been awakened
on the subject of education, by these and
other causes, in the United States, it may
not be out of place to present some general
views of the state of public instruction in
some portions of continental Europe.
The smaller German states have already
adopted a system, similar in its leading features to that of Prussia. In its practical
operation, the system has advanced to a
greater degree of perfection, perhaps, in the
kingdom of Wurtemberg ,and the duchy of
Baden, than in Prussia itself. Bavaria is by
no means behind it, and the kingdom of
Saxony is in some features of her system
superior. In the strong-hold of legitimacy
and despotism, Austria, we find an edict by
the emperor, with characteristic arbitrariness, stating, that "no person shall henceforth be permitted to marry, who cannot
read, write and cypher." He is, however,
benevolently providing means, by which all
his subjects may comply with these requisitions.
Switzerland has, for some years, presented a most interesting field of observation to
the friend of education. One man, the celebrated Fellenberg, has devoted his time,
talents and wealth to this cause for thirty
or forty years. His establishment at Hofwyl, near Berne, was commenced in the
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early part of this century, and has gradually
increased, till it embraces institutions for
every grade of academic study, from the
high school down. His most useful labours
have been those for improving the condition of schools by means of a teacher's
seminary. With the high schools for the
sons of the wealthy, he combined a gymnastic establishment and a manual labour
department, for teaching the most useful
mechanic arts and agriculture. This latter
department is common to all the pupils, and
many among the poor have materially aided
themselves by their own labour. I cannot
here give the details of his system. He has
been extensively patronized by gentlemen in
this country and England, and at one time
numbered among, his pupils several sons of
the nobility in France and proteges of the
emperor of Russia. The canton of Berne,
and other parts of Switzerland, have reaped
the most beneficial fruits of his exertions,
in the improvement of the primary school
teachers.
The new school law of France, the result
of the combined talents and exertions of
those celebrated men, Cousin, Montalivet
and Guizot, has already produced decided
changes in the policy of that kingdom. Up
to 1828, the French government granted annually, the pitiful sum of $12,000 for primary schools, with a population of 30 millions.
In 1828, this sura was quintupled, and
the government of "July 1830" has raised
it, first to $140,000 and finally to $200,000
annually. This is but a beginning, and is
only mentioned as an index of the interest
already awakened. The vigorous and enlightened efforts of the present monarch,
and those of his successor, should he be
soon called to the throne, will doubtless effect more in the next ten years, than has
been accomplished in the last, or any previous period; and we may hope to see this
land of "political miracles," the subject of
more beneficial and thorough revolutions, in
the true basis of political prosperity, than
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she has ever yet undergone. It is with no
common interest that we contemplate the
efforts of the Russian emperor to expedite
the adoption of a scheme of education, similar to the Prussian, in all parts of his vast
dominions.
The empire over which he rules, mighty
in resources, and commanding by position
an influence on the three great branches of
the white race, is, like our nation, one of
yesterday, when compared with England
and France. It is wearisome to imagination
to predict its destiny and the future influence it will exert on the world. The present
emperor, a son-in-law of the king of Prussia, has adopted his policy, and determined
to reign in the hearts of his people. With
despotism in any form, we republicans can
have no sympathy, but if there can be a
palliation, for such an institution, it must be
afforded by such examples of the exercise
of its power, as these afford. We may justly admire the benevolent effort, and its beneficial results, while we condemn the motive.
The Russian system of education need not
be delineated, since its most substantial
parts, are but copies of the Prussian. A
few facts, to evince the zealous co-operation of all classes, with the emperor and
minister, may be here stated, and thus also
illustrating the interest in this subject,
which pervades the northern and middle
Europe.
Individuals in Siberia, and other portions
of the empire, contribute from two to six
thousand dollars, for the establishment of
primary schools. One in Lialsk, has given
as much as 10,000. In Novgorod the nobility contribute 12,000, and at Wologda, 9,000
annually to the gymnasia of those towns.
In some places the citizens volunteer to
support the schools, and one individual, besides procuring the erection of a schoolhouse, has contributed 2,000 dollars towards
the support of the teacher. In Petersburg
is a model school for teachers, from which
75 are annually sent out. Meanwhile, efforts
are making, by awarding premiums to auth-
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ors, to secure the best school books for children, and those of this country and Prussia
are often translatedj and adapted to Russia.
Students from the Russian dominions are to
be found in the German universities, preparing for usefulness at home, and those
from the remote provinces, who devote
themselves to teaching, are brought to Petersburg free of expense, to pursue their
studies. There are already 6 universities, 67
gymnasia, 12,000 public, and 430 private
primary schools in operation.
If any thing can compensate unhappy
Poland for the oppressions of Russian despotism, the diffusion of the blessings of education may be expected to contribute greatly towards such a compensation; and she
already enjoys a full share, in the exertions
made in behalf of the whole empire.
But not only in Germany, France and
Russia, do we discover developments of an
unusual interest in this cause. Even the
sultan of Turkey and pacha of Egypt,
among other imitations of Christian civilization, are establishing schools and introducing the cultivation of the liberal sciences
into their dominions. But recently, the latter, the most remarkable man of his age,
perhaps, has instituted a female school of
100 pupils, in his seraglio, and procured an
English lady to superintend it. In Paris
and London, Turks and Egyptians, Greeks
and Arabs, are to be found prosecuting
studies preparatory for the business of instruction in their own countriesLooking back to northern Europe, we
discover Denmark, Sweden and Norway,
with England and Scotland, either nationally or by individual efforts, evincing the
most lively concern for the interests of popular education.
I may add to all this, respecting foreign
countries, that an extraordinary interest on
this subject has been exhibited in our own
country. Already can several states proclaim that complete provision is made for
the education of all their citizens. Ohio has
introduced the Prussian school system so
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far as it respects seminaries for teachers.
Similar institutions are recommended by
governor Ritner, in his recent message to
the legislature of Pennsylvania; and their
connexion with the academies of the state,
has been proposed in New York. Kentucky
and Tennessee have already entered on the
adoption of systems contemplating provisions for the whole population of those
states, and while penning these remarks, I
learn that a bill has been reported to the
Legislature of North Carolina, proposing a
district free school system, for the whole
state. In short, every portion of the civilized world, seems to be awake to the interests of general education.
Our national and sectional reviews, periodical pamphlets, and newspapers, have volunteered a very efficient aid in diffusing information on the subject of education, and
every year we are flooded with addresses,
speeches, reports of conventions and teachers' associations, all bearing on the same
topic.
I rejoice too, that in Virginia, the flourishing state of some of our colleges and
academies, not to mention the university,
and the rapid increase of well conducted
female schools, betoken a degree of interest
in the general subject, far from lukewarm,
while the determined effort, which you
speak of making for primary schools, during the present winter, assures the public of
your deep interest in this noble cause. I
duly appreciate the honour you do me, in
asking my aid, and while I feel unable to
offer any "observations," or suggest any
"plan," I readily undertake the humbler
part of imparting such information as my
opportunities have placed at my disposal.
In the progress of my tour in Europe, I
visited Saxony, Hanover, Baden and Wurtemberg, besides some other smaller states
of Germany, Switzerland, France and England, remaining, however, but a short period, from four to ten weeks, in each: and
resided nearly a year in Prussia. By conversations with intelligent travellers from
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every part of Europe, and numerous reports and similar publications, I was enabled to procure the elements of such general statements as those already made. In
Prussia, however, I enjoyed opportunities to
verify by personal observation, the information derived from others, and add to it,
the results of my own inquiries. I shall
therefore be able to speak with more confidence of this country, and feel better prepared to answer your inquiries, which relate
particularly to its institutions.
The present King of Prussia, doubtless
deserves great credit for his exertions in
the cause of education. But we are not to
consider him solely responsible. The Germans have been generally distinguished for
a literary spirit from the earliest periods of
modern civilization. Their physical location, conspiring with the despotic nature of
their governments, have driven them to seek
distinction in literary pursuits. It was in
Germany too, that the human mind was so
violently agitated by the religious controversies of the 16th and 17th centuries. There
the art of printing began to shed its lustre
on the world. Many of its universities, now
most celebrated, have been the offspring of
modern zeal; but not a few of those still remain, whose foundations were laid in the
remote darkness of the middle ages.
Frederick William, the elector, at the
close of the 17th century, introduced many
important improvements into his electorate
for the benefit of his people, and among
others, established and patronized many literary institutions of a minor grade than
universities, very nearly resembling the
present gymnasia of Germany. His immediate successor was too busy with the
novel pomps of royalty, which his vanity
had caused him to assume, and William
Frederick I, too parsimonious to extend any
liberal encouragement to education. Frederick the great, not only found time for personal attention to literary pursuits, but gave
a rapid impulse to the study of the classics,
and established and improved the high
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schools and universities. The short and inert course of Frederick William II, need
not be noticed. The present king commenced his reign with a determined spirit of
improving the condition of the lower classes. How much influence the French revolution exerted on his views of their importance, I stay not to enquire. In the very acme
of national distress, in 1809, he began his
preparations for extending the blessings of
education to his people by introducing important changes in their political condition.
The peasantry, till 1810 denied ownership in
the soil, were permitted to become freeholders on liberal terms. The power of the
nobles was broken, and the rare spectacle
was presented, of but one step, from the
throne of a hereditary and absolute monarchy, to the cottage. For a thorough reform of the body politic was commenced,
based on these, among other principles:
"That equality before the law be secured,"
irrespective of rank "to every subject; justice he rigidly and punctually administered;
and that, by the education of the people,
and the spread of true religion, the general
interests, and a national spirit be promoted,
as the only sure basis of the national welfare."
Though furnished with a standing army
of 50,000, with despotic irresponsible power, and obsequious servants, no effort was
made to enforce any of the regulations for
the promotion of education which followed
these preliminary steps. Advancing from
one position to another, introducing one
plan after another, preparing the way for
improvement before its annunciation, and
interesting in his plans, some of the wisest
and best men of his kingdom, he has in 30
years, brought into active operation, a system of public instruction, which neglects no
child in his dominions, embracing a population of 12,000,000, with varieties of religion,
national prejudice, language and habits.
The political divisions of the kingdom
are, 1st, ten provinces, 2d, 26 regencies, 3d,
three hundred and forty-five counties (or
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ments, under the superintendence of this
commissary.
On the other hand, the gymnasia, or institutions of secondary instruction, occupying a rank equal to that of our colleges, excepting the power to confer degrees, are
placed under the immediate supervision of
Provincial Boards.—These correspond in
the local governments of the provinces to
the board of public instruction in the central administration. Here, however, the
president of the province is at once director
of the provincial consistory and of this
board, which constitutes a part of it. This
officer is merely the executive of the board,
that posessing all the authority. Through
him, a correspondence on all matters connected with education is carried on by the
board on the one hand, and the minister on
the other.
Attached to this board is an examining
committee composed of professors in the
university of the province, or that nearest to
it, should there be none, whose duties are
1. To examine all pupils of the gymnasia,
who design entering the university, or engaging in any literary pursuit controlled by
the state. 2. To examine applicants for the
offices of instructors in the gymnasia,
whether rectors, professors or teachers.
Under the supervision of this board are
also placed the teachers' seminaries, and all
institutions of a grade above primary
schools, and under universities, as private
latin schools, polytechnic schools, and institutions for those who design becoming surgeons of the lower grade, or apothecaries.
They have also a general control over the
primary schools.
The immediate management of these,
however, belongs to the regency, county
and parish authorities, and this must now
be explained.
In every parish there must be an elementary school, of which the pastor and some
of the most considerable men of the place
*1 yse the words county and parish, as the most are appointed (partly by the state and partsuitable terms to express the german Kreise and ly by the people,) directors. When, howGerneinde, literally, circle and community.

circles), 4, an indeterminate number of
parishes* (or communities) into which
these counties are subdivided, and which
vary in size, according to the density of
population.
Formerly, whatever related to the cause
of education, in the administration of the
government, was assigned to the minister
of the interior. By the present king, a separate department has been formed; "the
ministry for public instruction, ecclesiastical and medicinal affairs." The minister in
this department has for his assistance, a
council composed of eminent ecclesiastics,
physicians and professors, together forming
a consistory. This is divided into three sections or boards, one for each interest: that
for ecclesiastical affairs, composed chiefly
of ecclesiastics, with a director at their
head: that for public instruction, composed
chiefly of laymen, with a director, and that
for medicine, composed chiefly of medical
men, with a director.
The number of each board is undetermined. A member of one may be a member
of one or both the others, but with no increase of salary. Our attention is engaged
only by the board for public instruction.
This consists at present of twelve members, whose salaries are $3500 to the director, and $22,000 for the other eleven. This
board meets twice a week. By correspondence, official reports from lower authorities,
(to be mentioned below,) individual knowledge, or proposition, or the agency of the
minister, business is brought before them,
and their decisions are in all cases final,
with ministerial and royal approbation. Besides a general oversight of public instruction throughout the kingdom, this board has
an immediate control over the universities.
By means of a royal commissary, appointed
by the minister, a correspondence is kept up
between this officer and every university.
They elect their senates or local govem-
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ever, as in Urban parishes, there exist several schools, and some higher than elementary, termed middle or citizens, schools, the
magistracy constitute a school committee,
presiding at once over the directors and
schools, and reducing the whole to a harmonious management-. These authorities,
then, stand to primary schools in the same
relation that the provincial boards do to the
gymnasia.
But besides these, there are two other authorities to be noticed. There is for each
county a school inspector, who overlooks
the committees and directors, and to whom
they must submit their whole system of
management. He visits each school as often
and unexpectedly as possible, besides making an annual formal inspection. He takes
cognizance of all complaints, and forms the
medium of intercourse between the several
local authorities and the provincial boards.
There is, however, another officer, a member of the regency council or government,
who is placed above the inspectors, as well
as schools of the various counties. This
officer, styled school councillor, is in fact
the true director of primary schools in the
several regencies, and corresponds in his relation to them and their local authorities to
the minister in his relation to the provincial
boards and gymnasia. These two officers
are paid.
Such may be termed the machinery of the
system. It is seen that the subject of education thus occupies a station of importance
equal to that of military or naval affairs,
and its concerns are administered with all
the promptness and energy which belong to
any well conducted department of government. The details are left for local authorities, while general review and control are
placed in the hands of the minister. Responsibility is devolved on all, and from
the minister down, there are superiors to
exact the fulfilment of every prescribed
duty.
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As your inquiries respect primary schools,
particularly, I must omit any notice of the
gymnasia and universities, although, in order to describe the governmental regulations
for schools, it was necessary to advert to the
authorities by whom they are controlled.
From abundant data in my possession, it
may be in my power at some other time to
present a view of their internal organization, similar to that of the primary schools,
to which I now call your attention.
It may be proper to observe here, that the
government was engaged for ten years in
modifying schools already existing and reducing to system the management of all the
literary institutions of the country. The
present system has not been the work of
any one plan or effort. No less than 226
different edicts on the subject have been issued in 40 years. The law of 1819, prescribing the principal regulations of primary schools, requires that wherever no
school previously existed, it should be the
duty of the inhabitants of towns and parishes to form school associations and appoint directors and committees under the
authority of the officers of the province or
county, who should take part in the name
of the government in making these appointments. If any parish were unable to support
a school, it might unite with one or more
others, provided the children should never
be obliged to walk more than 2J4 English
miles. Provisions were also made for the
union of different religious sects.
Every town of more than 1500 inhabitants was directed to establish a primary
school of higher1 grade than the parish or
elementary schools. If, however, unable to
provide both, then the parish school should
be merged into the lower classes of the town
school. Also, wherever a gymnasium existed, its lower classes might be used as a substitute for the town school, if no separate
institution of that grade could be found.
(continued next issue)

